






























SPINOZA ON ETERNAL LIFE


Introduction: God or nature?

An ambiguity runs through the heart of Spinoza’s philosophy, summed up in the phrase ‘God or Nature’ (E4, Preface).​[1]​  The inclusive ‘or’, sive, makes it clear that God and nature are not two distinct entities, but nevertheless this phrase gives rise to two opposing interpretations.  According to the first, Spinoza’s talk of God is simply a strategic effort to cover up his atheism,​[2]​ and ‘God or Nature’ implies that the religious vocabulary he employs is entirely dispensable, since he reduces God to nature.​[3]​  Such a view persists through the history of Spinoza reception, from 17th-century thinkers such as Christian Korholt and Pierre Bayle to the present day – although over the centuries the widespread hostility to Spinoza’s naturalism and atheism has turned to widespread approbation.​[4]​  According to the second interpretation, however, ‘God or Nature’ expresses a genuine equivalence, for Spinoza is radically revising religious ideas, but not rejecting them.​[5]​  If God and nature are really equivalent then this means that nature is as powerful and self-sufficient as God, which leaves room to develop a naturalistic reading of the Ethics – but it also suggests that just as Spinoza’s concept of God is qualified through its equivalence to nature, so the concept of nature is qualified by its equivalence to God.​[6]​  This raises the question of whether naturalistic readings of the Ethics impose an inappropriate conception of nature onto Spinoza’s ontology.​[7]​  In Letter 73, to Oldenburg (1675), Spinoza acknowledges that ‘I hold a view of God and Nature very different from that which modern Christians defend,’ but he describes as ‘entirely mistaken’ those who ascribe to him the view ‘that God and Nature (by which they mean a certain mass, or corporeal matter) are one and the same.’​[8]​
There is no doubt that Spinoza presents a daring and compelling critique of the religious doctrines accepted by many of his contemporaries – the doctrines, that is, of the Dutch Reformed Church.  But is the philosophy proposed in their place merely reductive, and thus a precursor to modern atheism, or does it have its own religious significance?  In Chapter 14 of his Theological-Political Treatise Spinoza lists seven tenets of the ‘universal faith’,​[9]​ but the key question is what makes these religious rather than just ethical or philosophical.​[10]​  This question provides the background to my article, which focuses on one element of Spinoza’s philosophy of religion: his account of human eternity or immortality.  This is a source of disagreement, confusion and even embarrassment among scholars,​[11]​ and a commentator’s interpretation of this issue tends to signal his view of the religious significance of Spinoza’s philosophy as a whole.  
I will argue that Spinoza’s remarks in Ethics V on the eternity of the mind are best understood as a reinterpretation of the Christian doctrine of eternal life.​[12]​  The question here, of course, is whether this reinterpretation amounts to a thinly-veiled denial of the traditional doctrine that drains it of any religious significance, or whether it has a more positive religious content.  This question indicates not simply a debate between commentators, but an ambiguity that belongs to Spinoza’s thought, and which may be undecidable.  But I nevertheless want to explore and elaborate a religious reading of Ethics V – bearing in mind that, in the process of doing so, the meaning of ‘religious’ here remains in question.  One aim of the article is to gain more clarity on this point.
My contention is that while Spinoza rejects the traditional Christian teaching on eternal life – which includes personal immortality and the resurrection of the body – he presents an alternative account of human eternity that is in certain respects faithful to the Johannine doctrine of eternal life, particularly as this is articulated in the First Letter of John.  (Of course, Spinoza does not adhere to such a text because he thinks it has any special authority: he simply agrees, at least to some extent, with its author.)  Moreover, Spinoza’s account of human eternity, understood in this way, coheres with the rest of his philosophy – with his views on God, human psychology, and ethical life, for example; and, crucially, with his critique of superstition as a ‘deformation of religion’​[13]​ that had come to dominate contemporary Christianity.  I hope to show that this line of interpretation provides new insight into the much-debated meaning of Ethics V, and that it thereby affords a fresh perspective on the religious significance of Spinoza’s philosophy as a whole. 
I will develop my reading of Ethics V by considering this text alongside some of Spinoza’s earlier works; by looking at the biblical sources that seem to underlie its account of eternal life; and by setting it in the context of Spinoza’s critique of superstition.  My discussion is divided into three sections.  I begin by tracing the connection between eternal life and two principles of Spinoza’s thought that are, I argue, essentially religious.  These principles are (i) that a certain kind of knowledge has a transformative power, and (ii) that union with God is both our ontological constitution and our ethical ideal.  The second section of the article considers briefly how Spinoza radically revises Christian theology in general, and then examines how this distinctive approach to Christian doctrine provides an illuminating intellectual context for his account of eternal life.  In particular, I will show how this account is closely linked to a reinterpretation of the narrative of the Fall that draws on scriptural sources to propose a critique of superstitious belief.  In the final section, I attempt to explain what Spinoza’s doctrine of eternal life consists in, and why it is religiously significant. 


1.	Transformative knowledge and union with God

A ‘third kind’ of knowledge, scientia intuitiva, is central to those propositions of Ethics V dealing with the eternity of the mind (see E5p25ff).  Already in his Short Treatise on God, Man and His Well-being (c. 1660), Spinoza asserts that the person who possesses ‘the clearest knowledge of all…has no need either of report, or of experience, or of the art of reasoning’.​[14]​  For Spinoza, then, the process of reasoning that follows logical or causal connections between phenomena is not the highest and most powerful form of thinking​[15]​ – a view shared by many theologians, but quite unusual amongst philosophers.  
	Scientia intuitiva does not necessarily provide greater access to the truth than can be accomplished through ordinary reason, since both these kinds of knowledge produce what Spinoza calls ‘adequate ideas’.​[16]​  However, intuition offers a different – and, it seems, superior – way of reaching truth.  Spinoza tells us in Part II of the Ethics that the third kind of knowledge is ‘intuitive’, that it proceeds from the essence of God’s attributes to the essences of things, and that it consists in a clear insight that comprehends the truth immediately, ‘in one glance’ (E2p40s2).​[17]​  This idea of direct cognitive contact, unmediated by concepts and explanations, is included in the description of intuitive knowledge in the Short Treatise: ‘we call that clear knowledge which comes not from being convinced by reasons, but from being aware of and enjoying the thing itself.’​[18]​  In Ethics II we are told that the third kind of knowledge yields ‘knowledge of the essence of things’ (E2p40s2).  So, to sum up, intuition as it is described in this part of the text differs from reason in several ways: it is immediate and direct; it has the utmost clarity; it can be appropriately described as a kind of seeing; it involves awareness or knowledge of things themselves, as opposed to ‘universal notions’ or the properties of things (see E2p40s1); it penetrates to the essences of things; and it proceeds from knowledge of God.  
In the scholium to E2p47, Spinoza writes that, having described the third kind of knowledge in the scholia to E2p40, he will discuss its ‘excellence and utility’ in the fifth part of the book.  In fact, two further distinctive characteristics of scientia intuitiva emerge in Ethics V.​[19]​  First, this knowing is transformative: it is ‘much more powerful’ and ‘accomplishes’ far more than the second kind of knowledge (E5p36s; see also E5p20s).  ‘From what we have said, we can easily conceive what clear and distinct knowledge – and especially that third kind of knowledge whose foundation is the knowledge of God itself – can accomplish against the affects,’ writes Spinoza: such knowledge ‘begets a Love toward a thing immutable and eternal, which we really fully possess, and which therefore cannot be tainted by any of the vices which are in ordinary Love, but can always be greater and greater, and occupy the greatest part of the Mind, and affect it extensively’ (E5p20s).​[20]​  This emphasis on the transformative power of intuitive knowledge accords with Spinoza’s claims in the Short Treatise that ‘reason has no power to bring us to our well-being’ and that ‘only the third way, true knowledge, makes us free of [the passions]’.​[21]​
The conception of intuitive knowledge that Spinoza presents in both texts thus signifies his commitment to a certain kind of transformation: one that ‘begets a love’ and that ‘makes us free’.  He is committed to this both ontologically and ethically: he presents it as an ontological possibility and an ethical ideal.  Spinoza regards both love and freedom as an achievement, and a task; as human possibilities that have to be actualised.  This gives a preliminary indication of one way in which his philosophy resonates with Christian teaching.
The second distinctive feature of intuitive knowledge which comes into focus in Ethics V is its concern with dependence on God.  This dependence constitutes not just its ‘method’ – in moving from knowledge of God to knowledge of all that follows from God’s nature – but also its object, for dependence on God is what is grasped immediately in scientia intuitiva.  In other words, Spinoza suggests here that what is known coincides with the way of knowing it: ‘Although I have shown generally [i.e. by the second kind of knowledge] in Part I that all things (and consequently the human mind also) depend on God both for their essence and their existence, nevertheless, that demonstration, though legitimate and put beyond all chance of doubt, still does not affect our mind as much as when this is inferred from the very essence of any singular thing which we say depends on God’ (E5p36s).  And here Spinoza again emphasises that the third kind of knowledge is concerned with particular or singular things, as he implied in Ethics II and in the Short Treatise.
	The dependence of all things on God – and especially our own dependence – is the fundamental tenet of Spinoza’s thought.  And this is closely linked to the idea that union with God constitutes our ethical task, our happiness and our liberation.  In his Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect (c. 1661) Spinoza writes that ‘the highest good is to arrive at…the knowledge of the union that the mind has with the whole of Nature.  This, then, is the end I aim at: to acquire such a nature, and to strive that many acquire it with me.’​[22]​  This anticipates his suggestion, in Ethics V, that the third kind of knowledge is an activity in which union with God is accomplished.​[23]​  In Chapter 23 of the Short Treatise Spinoza argues that ‘the soul can be united either with the body…or with God, without whom it can neither exist nor be conceived’,​[24]​ and the ideal of union with God re-emerges in the mature version of this work, the Ethics, at the culmination of the account of human blessedness presented in Part V: ‘The mind’s intellectual love of God is the very love of God by which God loves himself’ (E5p36).  
The ideal of union with God is not, of course, confined to the Christian tradition, but for Spinoza this ideal has a distinctively Christian orientation.  In the Theological-Political Treatise he indicates that Jesus is the ultimate human exemplar because he ‘communed with God mind to mind’: he could ‘perceive by pure intuition’ God’s ordinances, i.e. God’s laws and nature.​[25]​  In the Short Treatise Spinoza suggests that the immediacy and directness of the highest kind of knowledge – the ‘immediate manifestation of the object itself to the intellect’ – can lead to the knower’s union with what is known.  ‘If the object [of knowledge] is magnificent and good,’ he writes here, ‘the soul necessarily becomes united with it… So if we come to know God in this way, then we must necessarily unite with him…  As we have already said, our blessedness consists only in this union with him.’​[26]​  He describes this condition in terms drawn from New Testament accounts of Christian conversion.  For example, he takes up the distinction between flesh and spirit that recurs throughout St. Paul’s writings (see, e.g., Romans 8:6),​[27]​ and his references to a ‘second birth’ echo John 3, where Jesus talks to Nicodemus of the need to be ‘born from above’, ‘born of the spirit’:

When we become aware of [the] effects [arising from our union with God], we can truly say that we have been born again.  For our first birth was when we were united with the body.  From this union have arisen the effects and motions of the [animal] spirits.  But our other, or second, birth will occur when we become aware in ourselves of the completely different effects of love produced by knowledge of this incorporeal object.  This [love of God] is as different from [love of the body] as the incorporeal is from the corporeal, the spirit from the flesh.  This, therefore, may the more rightly and truly be called Rebirth, because…an eternal and immutable constancy comes only from this Love and Union.​[28]​  

Spinoza proceeds directly from here to a doctrine of immortality, asserting that if the ‘Soul’ is united only with the body, then it will perish when the body perishes, but if it unites with what is immutable, then ‘it will have to remain immutable also.  For through what would it then be possible that it should be able to perish?’​[29]​  Although the Ethics no longer employs the biblical vocabulary of the Short Treatise, Spinoza’s position on these issues does not seem to change substantially during the 1660s and 70s.
	Thus we can trace a close connection in Spinoza’s thought between intuitive knowledge and the mind’s eternity.  Both are concerned with dependence on God and union with God – and I think that both involve some kind of transformation of the individual.​[30]​  (The nature of the transformation that occurs when a person gains eternal life will be considered in the following sections of this article.)  This connection raises an important interpretative question: whether it is possible to fully grasp what Spinoza says about human eternity in ordinary rationalistic terms – from the perspective, that is, of the second kind of knowledge.  Understandably, much commentary on the Ethics is confined to this perspective: this applies equally to ‘analytic’ readings in the Anglo-American style (whether hostile or sympathetic to the claims of Ethics V);​[31]​ to more politicised ‘continental’ interpretations;​[32]​ and to ‘religious’ studies of Spinoza’s thought that accentuate its affinities with Jewish, Christian, Buddhist or Hindu traditions.​[33]​  Scholars disagree about whether intuitive knowledge should be attributed to Spinoza, but it makes little sense to deny that he had, at least on occasion, experienced such insight.​[34]​  The idea that Ethics V documents an attempt to imagine intuitive knowledge (or relies on the testimony of others who claim to have possessed it) undermines the basic epistemological position that Spinoza maintains throughout his work, since his remarks about this form of knowing and all that it can achieve would be, in fact, merely an instance of the inadequate ‘first kind’ of knowledge.  Furthermore, if intuitive knowledge were merely a hypothesis, it is not clear what could motivate such speculation for a thinker as scrupulous as Spinoza.
Having said this, to suggest that ordinary rational understanding – already a significant achievement, in Spinoza’s view – fails to do justice to Ethics V is not a mysticist claim that access to this part of the text is denied to all but those few readers who have attained a special state of union with God.  It is, however, to remain open-minded about the distinctive features of the third kind of knowledge that are emphasised there: the possibility of transformation, and the principle of radical dependence on God.  This open-mindedness certainly does not involve relinquishing our critical faculties – after all, Spinoza is fiercely critical of the confusion and ignorance underlying not only popular religion, but much traditional theological doctrine – but it is nevertheless a refusal to refuse what lies beyond our own rational thinking.  After all, this is the only way of accommodating the possibility that Spinoza is right about intuitive knowledge.  And this also enables us to hold open and explore some of the paradoxes arising from the Ethics, and to consider how certain forms of praxis may alter and expand human cognitive capacities.​[35]​  These are important features of a religious reading of the text.
	

2.	The conversion of theology

Spinoza’s thought is not simply ‘religious’ in the general sense indicated by his emphasis on the dependence of all things on God, and by his recognition of an intuitive, transformative kind of knowledge that makes direct contact with the divine source of reality.  His entire philosophy can be read as presenting a distinctive reinterpretation of key theological tenets of the Christian tradition in general, and of the Protestantism of his Dutch contemporaries in particular.  These include the ascription to God of qualities such as eternity, infinity, perfection, immutability, omnipotence and omniscience; the doctrine of creation (we find something like this in Spinoza’s distinction between natura naturans  and natura naturata as well as in his insistence that all things depend on God);​[36]​ the view that union with God is the key to our salvation; conceptions of divine law and divine providence;​[37]​ the narrative of the Fall; the Christian incarnation; and the doctrine of eternal life.  Approaching the comments on human eternity in Ethics V – and in the earlier texts that prefigure this account – as offering a distinctively Spinozistic version of a traditional Christian notion of immortality brings to light important dimensions of Spinoza’s thought, and shows how they cohere.
	It must be clarified immediately, however, that all the theological doctrines just listed are radically transformed by Spinoza.  If he transforms the philosophical framework employed by Descartes through his insistence that there can only be one substance – a move that, in changing the application of a whole series of concepts, produces a new ontology – he transforms traditional theology by completely re-thinking the notion of freedom.  More precisely, Spinoza conceives freedom, and power, without the will,​[38]​ and this changes the very terms of the debate on human freedom and sinfulness that has shaped the history of Christian doctrine.  In criticising (i) the idea of free will in human beings, and (ii) anthropomorphic notions of God according to the free-will model of human agency, he arrives at a highly unorthodox theology and a dramatically revised account of ethical and religious life.  God is now characterised by immanence and expression rather than by transcendence and purposiveness, and freedom is now understood as acting according to the laws of one’s own nature.  In Chapter 26 of the Short Treatise Spinoza defines human freedom as ‘a firm reality which our understanding acquires through direct union with God, so that it can bring forth ideas in itself, and effects outside itself, in complete harmony with its nature,’​[39]​ and this is echoed in the general definition of freedom proposed in the Ethics: ‘that thing is called free which exists from the necessity of its nature alone’ (EID7).  On the face of it, this definition applies strictly to God, and analogously to finite beings – but this difference is unsettled by the possibility of union between humans and God.  As we saw in the previous section, Spinoza conceives human freedom as an achievement rather than a given: he argues that our freedom is acquired, and that it is intuitive knowledge which ‘makes us free’.  In this way he denies one tenet of Christian theology while holding onto another.  He rejects the idea that human beings are inherently free (a doctrine that seeks to account for human sinfulness and to rule out the possibility that God is the cause of evil), but he insists on the possibility of a human salvation or blessedness that involves our liberation from a certain kind of bondage.​[40]​  Perhaps Spinoza saw himself as correcting an inconsistency in Christian teaching on this point.  Indeed – and more radically – he regarded the Christianity of his contemporaries as itself a kind of bondage.
Spinoza’s denial of anthropomorphism may seem to accentuate the difference between God and the human being, but in fact this strange new kind of theism points to the union of the divine and human natures: a union of divine and human necessity that is at once a union of divine and human freedom.​[41]​  Once freedom is no longer tied to the will, providence becomes purposeless, and traditional conceptions of righteousness as obedience to divine law are significantly altered.​[42]​  When one acts according to (or ‘obeys’) the laws of one’s own nature, one is active and free, even though one has obeyed necessity; when one is determined by external causes, one fails to express (or ‘disobeys’) the laws of one’s own nature.  This identification of freedom and obedience heralds, in turn, a transfigured account of sin and virtue, according to which these concepts are denied any moralising force.
	We cannot be content, then, to indicate resemblances or differences between Spinoza’s view of human eternity, and this or that religious doctrine of immortality.  (Comparative treatments of the issue that take this approach tend to be superficial, and to understate the originality of Spinoza’s position.)  The question is, rather, how the concept of immortality is transformed when it is thought through the Spinozistic lens.  One possible response to this question, of course, is that whenever Spinoza uses religious terminology he does so in order to naturalise and secularise established beliefs.  But, as the introduction to this article suggests, we should not assume that the transformation of meaning accomplished in Spinoza’s deployment of traditional religious vocabulary is a reductive one.  It may be that just as Spinoza uses – and thereby alters – existing philosophical concepts in order to articulate his alternative metaphysics, so his reinterpretations of theological ideas serve to communicate an alternative form of religiosity in terms that he could expect his readers to relate to.  Furthermore, perhaps his conviction of the truth and value of this unfamiliar religious outlook derived from his own insight into the reality he calls ‘God’ – from his own scientia intuitiva or ‘consciousness of…God’, as he describes it several times in Ethics V (see E5p31s, p39s, p42s).  According to the reductive view, the religious terminology that Spinoza consistently uses is superfluous, dispensable, and really ought to be dropped altogether.  According to the religious view, the formulation ‘God or nature’ must express a genuine equivalence or ambiguity.  In either case, Spinoza’s reinterpretations of theological doctrine are certainly subversive.  He uses the language of traditional religion in a way that exposes its incoherence and falsehood, and thereby undermines whatever political authority may rest on such foundations.   In this way he attacks the power of the Dutch Reformed Church, which he regarded as a dangerous threat to peace and to liberty.
	How does all this apply to Spinoza’s account of the eternity of the mind?  How, in other words, does Spinoza take up and transform this particular Christian doctrine, and indeed direct it to a critique of contemporary Christianity?  
In the Christian tradition, of course, ideas of eternal life are bound up with a narrative concerning human sinfulness.​[43]​  In the letters of Paul sin is linked to the body, to the flesh, and to death, and all of these are presented as a condition of bondage.​[44]​  The ‘good news’ of the Christian proclamation is that liberation from sin, and thus from death, has been accomplished by Christ’s resurrection.  Through Christ, Paul says, we are given new life​[45]​ – a life of the spirit rather than of the flesh – and released from the bonds of sin: ‘to set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the spirit is life and peace’ (Romans 8:6).  Jesus is presented as a counterpart to Adam: while Adam’s sin brought death to the human race, Jesus is a ‘second Adam’ who restores us to life.​[46]​  In this way, Paul at once appropriates and subverts Jewish teaching, emphasising both fulfilment of the tradition and a new beginning.
Spinoza’s analysis of bondage and freedom, death and life, mirrors Paul’s in interesting ways.  Parts IV and V of the Ethics deal with ‘Human Bondage’ and ‘Human Freedom’ respectively.  In Part IV Spinoza takes up the Platonic and Stoic critique of bondage to the passions in accentuating the link between the condition of bondage and the basic emotion of fear – but he places this idea in a theological context.​[47]​  At E4p68 he presents a version of the story of Adam’s fall into sin: ‘God prohibited a free man from eating of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, and that as soon as he should eat of it, he would immediately fear death, rather than desiring to live’.​[48]​  This amplifies the assertion, in the previous proposition, that ‘A free man thinks of nothing less than of death, and his wisdom is a meditation on life, not on death.  A free man, i.e., one who lives according to the dictate of reason alone, is not led by Fear, but desires the good directly’ (E4p67).​[49]​  And this claim is explicitly linked to superstition in the Appendix to Ethics IV: ‘Superstition…seems to maintain that the good is what brings sadness, and the evil, what brings joy… he who is led by fear, and does the good only to avoid evil, is not governed by reason’ (E4App31).  So on Spinoza’s interpretation the Fall is not from life to death, nor from immortality to mortality, but from desire for life to fear of death.  This fall is a corruption of life itself: it is the mark of a life that has degenerated into fear of death, a life that squanders its vitality in the weakest of passions.  While desire for life is an active affect, since it comes from a person’s own essence or nature, fear of death is a passive affect, since death – according to Spinoza – always comes from an external source. 
Spinoza’s re-working of the biblical narrative implies a provocative critique of established religion: he understands by ‘superstition’ a degenerate form of religiosity that, he thought, his contemporaries mistook for true faith.  So his version of the Fall is, among other things, a descent into traditional religion.  Part IV of the Ethics is concerned with our bondage not simply to the passions in general, but to a certain kind of passion that characterises the popular beliefs instilled by the established Church.  In the Theological-Political Treatise Spinoza warns of the dangers of superstition: not only is it founded on ignorance, but it leads to the kind of conflict, repression and social unrest that threatened the stability of the Dutch Republic in his own lifetime.​[50]​  And in this published text Spinoza suggests that the essence of superstitious passion is fear, and especially fear of punishments to be administered in the afterlife.​[51]​  In the more philosophical context of the Ethics it becomes clear that if we live in fear of death, then, as finite modes who are constitutionally vulnerable to external influences, our very being is experienced as a state of bondage.  So the freedom that, for Spinoza, is our salvation, involves a turn from death to life that echoes the message of Paul’s theology, yet at the same time attacks the contemporary religious authorities which would claim Paul’s teachings as their own.  
According to the human psychology presented in the Ethics, the fear that sustains superstition is not just debilitating, but perversely so.  For Spinoza all fear is a passion, and therefore a weakness, since the fearful person suffers on account of the external things that are the object of his fear.  But someone who fears death, because he fears punishment in an afterlife, has been determined by an external power – in other words, by the teachings of the Church – to fear the consequences of his own actions.  Such a person is afraid of his own power, and this means that he is afraid of his own existence.  It is hard to imagine a state in which a human being lives less in accordance with his nature; to conceive, as Spinoza would put it, a life less virtuous.  Spinoza can thus be read as echoing the Pauline inversions of traditional teaching, in a way that is specifically accommodated to 17th-century religious life.  If Paul’s Christ is a new Adam who brings, after death, life, through release from the bondage of sin, Spinoza proposes a new Christ: a human exemplar of freedom from the bondage of Christian ‘superstition’, replacing the fear of death with desire for life.​[52]​
	There is a clear connection between the discussion of the Fall in Ethics IV and the discussion of eternal life in Part V.  Amongst the cluster of propositions that deal with the third kind of knowledge and the love of God, Spinoza presents his account of blessedness as a remedy for the fear of death: ‘The more the Mind understands things by the second and third kind of knowledge, the less it is acted on by affects which are evil, and the less it fears death… death is less harmful to us, the greater the Mind’s clear and distinct knowledge, and hence, the more the Mind loves God’ (E5p38 and scholium.).  We are reminded here that ‘evil’ affects are those ‘which are contrary to our nature’ and ‘the cause of sadness’ (E5p38; E4p30).  In the next proposition, Spinoza explains that ‘Because human bodies are capable of a great many things…they can be of such a nature that they are related to minds which have a great knowledge of themselves and of God, and of which the greatest, or chief, part is eternal.  So they hardly fear death’ (E5p39s).  We will return in the next section to these comments about the transformation of the body and the mind’s eternity.  In the meantime, following to its end the thread of argument relating to the fear of death, we find that as Spinoza approaches his conclusion to the Ethics he contrasts his account of human freedom with ‘the usual conviction of the multitude’, who are driven to persist in their bondage ‘especially by the fear that they may be punished horribly after death’ (E5p41s).  Here, ‘bondage’ is explicitly identified with established beliefs and practices.  Most people, according to Spinoza, regard virtue as a ‘burden’ which ‘they hope to put down after death, when they also hope to receive a reward for their bondage, that is, for their Morality and Religion.’ 
When this passage is read in context, it is clear that ‘Religion’ here refers not to any religion, but specifically to the ‘superstitious’ religion of the multitude that is reinforced by the Dutch Reformed Church.​[53]​  Overlooking Spinoza's distinction between religion and superstition leads very quickly to the view that his rejection of superstition is a sign of atheism.  But, of course, superstition can be criticised as vehemently for the sake of ‘true religion’ as from an atheistic perspective.​[54]​  Spinoza seems to be doing just this when in the Theological-Political Treatise he expresses his wish ‘to see religion freed again from all superstition’.​[55]​  
In order to understand what this kind of religion consists in, it is illuminating to consider the affinities between Spinoza’s thinking concerning sin, death and eternal life, and the teaching of the First Letter of John.  The author of this short New Testament text was traditionally believed to be the author of John’s Gospel, since his Letter has the distinctive characteristics of Johannine theology.​[56]​  1 John seems to have been one of Spinoza’s favourite biblical texts: he uses one of its verses as the motto on the title page of the Theological-Political Treatise, and in Chapter 14 of this work he makes several references to it (including to 1 John 4:7, ‘God is love’).​[57]​  But the First Letter of John is particularly germane to Ethics V, for its main themes are love of God, love of other people, and eternal life (  – 5:20;     – 1:2;   – 3:15, 5:11, 5:13).  The Letter attempts to clarify the connections between these key elements of Christian teaching.  
Three interconnected features of the conception of eternal life presented in this biblical text are particularly important – and these are also significant for our reading of Spinoza.  First, in 1 John, as in other Johannine texts, eternal life is the life of God that human beings can come to share in.  As such, it is ‘qualitatively different from natural life (psyche)’,​[58]​ which is characterised by duration: eternal life ‘is not a human life that never ends, but the very life of God that by its nature is unending.’​[59]​  Second, 1 John suggests that eternal life can be possessed in the present, rather than only at some future point at the end of time – a teaching identified by modern scholars as ‘realised eschatology’.​[60]​  This is a feature of Johannine theology in general, although ‘a distinctive aspect of the treatment of eternal life [in 1 John] is that it affirms both a present and a future dimension of that life.’​[61]​  More specific to 1 John, however, is the idea that gaining eternal life is immediately dependent on ethical action: ‘We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one another.  Whoever does not love abides in death.  All who hate a brother or sister are murderers, and you know that murderers do not have eternal life abiding in them’ (1 John 2:14-15).  Here, both ‘life’ and ‘eternal life’ are gained by loving others.  In referring to the ‘passage’ from death to life,​[62]​ these verses also indicate the third important aspect of this text’s conception of eternal life: that it involves a ‘radical transformation’ that results in ‘a new birth’ or ‘a new level of existence’.​[63]​  Although the author of 1 John regards life and death as spiritual or ethical terms​[64]​ – that is, as ways of existing in this present life – he also presents the transition to eternal life as a real (i.e. ontological) change, rather than using it simply as a metaphor for ethical conduct.  The basic religious thought here is that love has, or indeed is, a transforming power: ‘we have passed from life to death because we love one another’.  
Furthermore, 1 John states that fear is opposed to love, suggesting that fear is connected to death just as love is connected to (eternal) life: ‘There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear, for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love’ (1 John 4:18).  Such a statement would not be out of place in the Ethics.  Indeed, even though Spinoza is not doing philosophical theology in the modern sense, since his aim is not apologetic, the Ethics might plausibly be read as a philosophical exposition of the theology of 1 John – an exposition that firmly situates the latter text in the 17th-century context by its emphasis on the harmful effects of fear, and its insistence that the hatred fuelling sectarian conflict needs to be overcome by love.​[65]​  Spinoza’s critique of superstition – and, of course, of the violence and repression that this generates – can thus be interpreted as a call to return to a ‘true religion’ that is articulated in New Testament sources.  According to this reading, Spinoza is criticising the fearful religion of superstition in the name of a positive conception of love, rather than merely rejecting religion in the name of atheism. 


3.	Eternity as a way of life

So far I have outlined a certain interpretative perspective on Spinoza’s view of the eternity of the mind – one that accentuates Spinoza’s commitment to two religious principles, transformative knowledge and union with God, and attempts to clarify both his response to traditional theology and his critique of superstition.  I have also shown how Spinoza’s version of the Fall in Ethics IV is linked to his account of eternal life: if the Fall signifies the fear of death, then redemption (i.e. liberation) or salvation signifies its opposite, which is desire for life.  According to this interpretative perspective, Spinoza’s comments in Ethics V about the eternity of the mind can be understood as a reinterpretation of a Christian doctrine of eternal life.  In this section I will consider what this reinterpretation amounts to, and in what sense it has a religious significance. 
Spinoza rejects the belief in personal immortality, insofar as our identity as persons is grounded in our emotions, our imagination, and our memory (E5p21; p34), which will all perish with the body.​[66]​  He argues that this common belief – which is probably motivated by fear of death – reflects a confused view that imagines eternity in terms of temporal duration (see E1D8; E5p34s).  In this sense, then, Spinoza is not presenting a doctrine of eternal life in Part V of the Ethics – and many commentators conclude that his account of immortality is thin, merely formal, and not religiously significant.  In another sense, however, his reinterpretation of the popular doctrine intensifies the focus on this present life, and on the question of how to live.  At any rate, it is differently focused on this life, since it refuses to regard immortality in terms of either reward or punishment for how this life is lived.  Spinoza thinks that insofar as eternal life is hoped for as a reward for virtue, or feared as a punishment for vice, such a belief indicates superstition and a lack of genuine virtue.  He makes this view clear in a letter to Ostens in 1671, where he responds to Velthuysen’s accusation of atheism: 

What [Velthuysen] understands by Religion and what by superstition, I do not know.  Does that man cast aside all religion who declares that God must be recognised as the Highest Good, and that He must be loved as such with a free spirit?  and our highest happiness and supreme freedom consist only in this? that, furthermore, the reward of virtue is virtue itself, and the punishment of folly and weakness is folly itself?  and, finally, that everyone ought to love his neighbour, and to obey the commands of the supreme power?  I not only said all this explicitly, but also proved it with the strongest arguments.  But I think I see in what bog this man sticks.  Namely, he finds nothing to please him in virtue itself and in understanding, but would rather live under the impulse of his feelings, if it were not for this single obstacle, that he fears punishment.​[67]​

This insistence that virtue is its own reward is echoed in the Ethics (see E4p18s; E5p42), and also in the Theological-Political Treatise, where Spinoza writes that ‘the supreme reward of the Divine Law is the law itself, namely, to know God and to love him in true freedom with all our heart and mind’.​[68]​  
But although Spinoza refuses to console or to frighten us with a doctrine of personal immortality, his understanding of human eternity is not simply formal or abstract.  It has everything to do with who we are, since – as the First Letter of John suggests – the eternal life we might strive for is directly and immediately linked to how we live, act and think.  In the Ethics human eternity is conceived as a way of existing in union with God, and thereby participating in God’s eternity while still living.​[69]​  In this respect eternal life is primarily an ethical principle, rather than a theological doctrine.  However, this principle gains a religious significance insofar as the ethical question of how to act and to live is, according to Spinoza, inseparable from the ontological question about who we are.​[70]​  More precisely: our ethical task includes the possibility of transformation, through knowledge and through love, and therefore the question of how we live is, simultaneously, a question about who we can become.  I shall return to this ontological aspect of eternal life shortly.  Before I do so, the suggestion that eternity can be a ‘way of living’, and that this constitutes an ‘ethical task’, needs to be clarified.
The idea that eternal life concerns our manner of living, acting and thinking here and now is, admittedly, belied by the crucial scholium to E5p20.  Here Spinoza makes the transition from the first half of Part V, where he explains how to discipline the emotions and to transform passive affect into love of God, to the second half, which considers the mind’s eternity.  ‘With this I have completed everything which concerns this present life,’ writes Spinoza, ‘…so it is time now to pass to those things which pertain to the mind’s duration without relation to the body’ (E5p20s, my emphasis).  However, nineteen propositions later, once the eternity of the mind has been discussed and, supposedly, demonstrated, we reach a summary of the practical implications of this doctrine: ‘In this life, then, we strive especially that the child’s body may change (as much as its nature allows and assists) into another, capable of a great many things and related to a mind very much conscious of itself, of God, and of things’ (E5p39s, my emphasis).  
Spinoza’s discussion of eternity is, then, situated in the middle of an ethical discussion that focuses on this life.  Indeed, it is both preceded and followed by suggestions that virtue involves the transformation of the ‘lived body’.​[71]​  To be sure, this situation is not without paradox.  In the first half of Part V the reader is advised to forge stronger and stronger links between his own experience and the idea of God through an imaginative ‘practice’ (E5p10s; p14).  Although the result of this practice is intellectual, consisting of ‘clear and distinct’ self-understanding (see E5p14d; p15), it implies an account of habituation by means of the association of images: propositions 11 to 13 discuss how ‘frequent’ connections between images of things lead to the ‘flourishing’ of these images in a way that ‘engages the mind’.  Here (at E5p12d) Spinoza reminds us of his earlier analysis of habituation in E2p18.  This latter proposition is itself embedded in a discussion of the capacities and modifications of the body, the process of imagining, and the nature of memory (see E2p16-p18).  However, the ‘striving’ for eternity that involves the development of bodily capacities – the capacities, that is, to act and to feel in many different ways (see E2p14) – turns out to be a striving for a condition in which ‘whatever is related to [the body’s] memory or imagination is of hardly any moment in relation to the intellect’ (E5p39s).​[72]​
In Ethics V Spinoza is describing a way of living in which human life comes closer to, and even touches, the life of God.  At the centre of this religious ethic is the replacement of the fear of death by a desire for life.  This involves a transition not simply from ignorance to knowledge (although it is also that), nor just from superstitious passion to rational understanding (although it is this as well), but a transition from a passive affect to an active one (see E4D3; also E4App.1-4).  The fear of death that characterises superstition is passive – that is to say, due to an external cause – in several ways: insofar as the fear itself is caused at least in part by external influence (i.e. inculcated by priests, theologians, and the superstitious beliefs of others); insofar as death always comes from an external cause (see E3p4); and insofar as the judgement and punishment that is imagined to come after death is conceived as being carried out by a transcendent God who is entirely separate from oneself.  Desire for life, on the other hand, both comes from one’s own nature and has this nature as its object.  
It is true that there is little reflection on the concept of life (vita) in the Ethics.  Nevertheless, we find the word ‘life’ in the important passage at the end of Part IV, just before the Appendix, where Spinoza tells us that from the principles ‘that hate is to be conquered by returning love, and that everyone who is led by reason desires for others also the good he wants for himself’ follow all those things ‘which relate to true life and religion’ (E4p73s).  And earlier in Part IV Spinoza invokes an idea of life – or at least of living – when he writes that ‘No one can desire to be blessed, to act well and to live well, unless at the same time he desires to be, to act, and to live, that is, to actually exist… For [this desire] is the very essence of man, that is, the striving by which each one strives to preserve his being’ (E4p21); ‘Acting absolutely from virtue is nothing else in us but acting, living and preserving our being (these three signify the same thing) by the guidance of reason, from the foundation of seeking one’s own advantage’ (E4p24); ‘A free man…is not led by fear, but desires the good directly, that is, acts, lives and preserves his being from the foundation of seeking his own advantage’ (E4p67; see also E4p73).  The references to living here echo Spinoza’s definition of ‘life’ in the Appendix to his 1663 text on Descartes’ philosophy, where he presents his own ‘Metaphysical Thoughts’: ‘we understand by life the force through which things persevere in their being’.​[73]​  What is in question here is the distinction between divine and human life: ‘because that force is different from the things themselves, we say properly that the things themselves have life.  But the power by which God perseveres in his being is nothing but his essence.  So they speak best who call God life’.​[74]​  In the Ethics Spinoza for the most part drops the term ‘life’, preferring the notion of a ‘force through which things persevere in their being’ that, in the earlier text, is offered as a definition of ‘life’.  But his remark at E4p67 that the wisdom of a free man is ‘a meditation on life’ places this concept at the heart of his philosophy.​[75]​  
It is by living a certain kind of life that human beings attain union with God, and thereby share in God’s eternity.  Spinoza’s repeated references to ‘a mind very much conscious of itself, of God, and of things’ (E5p39s) help to clarify the nature of this union.  First, the choice of the word ‘conscious’ (conscius) in this context is significant, for it suggests awareness rather than theoretical cognition – that is, an intimate form of knowing in which the knower is not separate from what is known.​[76]​  Second, in this consciousness one has an immediate grasp of oneself and of other things; of the connections between oneself and others; and thus of the intelligibility of the causal chain considered as a whole.  And this, of course, is also a knowing of God, the power on which all beings, their activities and their mutual relationship, depend.  So the consciousness in question here is an expansion of the mind to encompass a larger and larger region of what Spinoza calls the mind of God.  All these features suggest that being ‘very much conscious’ belongs to intuitive knowledge – the kind of knowledge that can be transformative:

From what we have said, we can easily conceive what clear and distinct knowledge – and especially that third kind of knowledge, whose foundation is the knowledge of God itself – can accomplish against the affects.  Insofar as the affects are passions, if clear and distinct knowledge does not absolutely remove them, at least it brings it about that they constitute the smallest part of the Mind.  And then it begets a Love toward a thing immutable and eternal, which we really fully possess, and which therefore cannot be tainted by any of the vices which are in ordinary Love, but can always be greater and greater, and occupy the greatest part of the Mind, and affect it extensively (E5p20s).

In this passage Spinoza refers the reader to E2p45 for an explanation of how we ‘really fully possess’ the eternal and immutable ‘thing’ that becomes the object of our love.  And this earlier proposition concerns the dependence of singular things on God, so that the idea of any singular thing ‘must involve an eternal and infinite essence of God’ (E2p45d).  Spinoza emphasises here that ‘I am speaking of the very nature of existence… I am speaking, I say, of the very existence of singular things insofar as they are in God’ (E2p45s).  The distinction in E5p20s between love of God and ‘ordinary love’ does not imply, then, that the former, superior kind of affect excludes love of other finite beings.  On the contrary: on this account, we love others most purely, actively and productively when we understand and respect them in their eternal aspect, ‘insofar as they are in God’.  
Although Spinoza maintains that an ‘eternal essence’ of each person is always and already – that is to say, eternally – in God,​[77]​ he also conceives our ethical task as becoming eternal.  And this is where ethics meets ontology: at the heart of Spinoza’s Ethics is the idea that how we think, act and relate to others constitutes, and can therefore transform, our identity (see E4p39s; E5p39s).  Spinoza’s conception of finite entities as modes rather than as substances implies that individual identity is not fixed and closed, in spite of his determinism.  This means that overcoming the fear of death is not simply an ethical or a psychological task, for it involves a change in a person’s being.  And this, I suggest, is how Spinoza’s account of the eternity of the mind should be understood: not as a mere technicality lacking in ethical significance, nor as the continuance of a person’s duration in an afterlife, but as involving a genuine ontological transformation that brings into question the distinction between a human being’s finite life and the eternal life of God.  
This transformation, through which a person attains union with God, is not a mystical transfiguration, merely a subjective experience.  As I have argued, it is resolutely ethical, a matter of how to live in the strictly Spinozistic sense – a matter, that is, of how to preserve one’s being under the conditions of finitude and change.  If, as Spinoza claims, death is caused only by an external force, then there are two alternative ways of resisting death and preserving one’s being: to close oneself off from external influences, or to expand so as to include what was outside within oneself.  The former, defensive response can be understood from a psychological (and ethical) point of view as fear; the latter, inclusive response is that of love.  But Spinoza thinks that such choices about how to live condition who we are in the strongest sense.  He also thinks that the response of fear is not in fact viable for us – it is contrary to our nature – since we cannot prevent ourselves from being affected and influenced by external beings and events (see E4p2-p4; E4App.VII).  The alternative possibility, on the other hand, may help to explain his insistence on the human capacity for eternity.  While the ignorant person is constituted by affects brought about ‘by external causes’, so that ‘as soon as he ceases to be acted upon, he ceases to be’, the wise person’s existence is not circumscribed in this way.  Rather, his mind encompasses many things, perhaps even infinitely many: ‘being, by a certain eternal necessity, conscious of himself, and of God, and of things, he never ceases to be, but always possesses true peace of mind’ (E5p42s). 
Being ‘in God’ is, for Spinoza, simply what it means to be a human being (or any other kind of being for that matter – see E1p15, p18).​[78]​  As the biblical verse chosen as the motto for his Theological-Political Treatise puts it, ‘By this we know that we abide in him and he in us’ (1 John 4.13) – a verse which, of course, invokes the surrounding text: ‘If we love one another, God lives in us and his love is perfected in us.  By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, for he has given us his spirit’ (1 John 4:12-13).  ‘I write these things to you…so that you may know that you have eternal life’, continues the author of this letter (see 1 John 5:13).  Read in the light of the Ethics this Christian teaching concerning love of God, love of neighbour, and eternal life entirely accords with Spinoza’s unorthodox ‘philosophical religion’.​[79]​  Spinoza seems to think that blessedness is a transformation of the person that occurs when his ethics corresponds to, or lives up to, his ontological constitution: when being in God becomes a way of living, acting, and preserving one’s being.
The element of paradox in this idea of becoming what (or who) we are, or of realising our true nature, provides one reason to regard Spinoza’s account of the eternity of the mind as religious as well as ethical and philosophical.  This sort of paradox, which may be troublesome to philosophical analysis, is familiar to religious traditions.​[80]​  It arises from the fact that ‘religion’ is always something human (God has no need of religion), and thus the very effort to transcend one’s limits remains immanent to life.  In Spinoza’s thought this coupling of immanence and transcendence takes two main forms: a striving to touch eternity while living in time; and the fact that such striving aims to realise what is in a sense already there.
The other features of Spinoza’s view of human eternity that qualify it as religious have already been discussed.  It is clear that Spinoza rejects ‘the prejudices embraced under the guise of piety’​[81]​ – that is, much of what is still today commonly associated with religion – as signifying ignorance of causes and superstitious passion.  But there is more to religion than ‘worshipful submission’ and ‘a reverential sense of mystery in the face of Nature’.​[82]​  As we have seen, Spinoza shares with the Christian tradition in particular a commitment to the transforming power of knowledge of God; insistence on the dependence of all things on God; the ethical ideal of union with God; and the idea that fear and hatred should – and, importantly, can – be overcome by love.  Furthermore, Spinoza’s eternity is not simply ‘intellectualist’ insofar as it is attained, at least in part, through practices that involve the body and the imagination.​[83]​  In particular, I am calling Ethics V religious because it involves the same conviction of the transformative power of love that we find in the First Letter of John, and in other New Testament texts and later Christian writings.  While Spinoza’s reinterpretations of the theological doctrines taught by the Dutch Reformed Church involve revisions so radical and subversive that they drew charges not just of heresy but of atheism, his interpretation of eternal life echoes the First Letter of John quite simply and straightforwardly.  This biblical text does not need to be twisted or revised in order to be strikingly relevant to the theological-political situation that Spinoza faced.  Taken simply at face value, it articulates the positive ethical and religious elements within Spinoza’s critique of superstition.   
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^7	  See Christian Wolff, Theologia naturalis (Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1739), §671.
^8	  Letter 73, Opera IV, p. 307.  For the English translation, see The Correspondence of Spinoza, trans. A. Wolf (London: Frank Cass, 1966) – hereafter Correspondence – p. 343.
^9	  Opera III pp. 177-8.
^10	  See Michael Rosenthal, ‘Spinoza’s Dogmas of the Universal Faith and the Problem of Religion’, Philosophy and Theology 13:1 (2001); Susan James, Spinoza on Philosophy, Religion and Politics (Oxford University Press 2012), pp. 207-214.  One biographical fact we can appeal to insisting on a religious dimension to Spinoza’s thought is the kind of company the philosopher kept – bearing in mind his emphasis on the importance of finding companions ‘of entirely the same nature’ (see E4p18s) and his view that ‘friends must share all things, especially spiritual things’ – see Steven Nadler, Spinoza: A Life (Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 185).  Spinoza’s closest friends included Jarig Jellesz and Pieter Balling, both deeply religious men, and he also associated with non-conformist Christians such as Collegiants and Quakers, and with Cartesians for whom reason and philosophy were opposed to institutional faith and superstition rather than to religion per se. 
^11	  See, e.g., Don Garrett, ‘Spinoza on the Essence of the Human Body and the Part of the Mind That Is Eternal’ in The Cambridge Companion to Spinoza’s Ethics, pp. 284-302; Edwin Curley, Behind the Geometrical Method (Princeton University Press, 1988), p. 88; Jonathan Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 1984), pp. 357, 374.
^12	  I thus situate this issue in a different context from that advocated by Steven Nadler in Spinoza’s Heresy: Immortality and the Jewish Mind (Oxford University Press, 2002), which argues that Spinoza’s denial of personal immortality is the ‘logical culmination of what Maimonides and Gersonides had claimed about the soul and immortality’ – the culmination, that is, ‘of a certain trend in Jewish rationalism’ – pp. 95, 130. 
^13	  James, Spinoza on Philosophy, Religion and Politics, p. 14.
^14	  Opera I p. 55 / Curley p. 98.
^15	  See Alexandre Matheron, Le Christ et le salut des ignorants chez Spinoza (Paris: Aubier Montaigne, 1971), pp. 90-126.
^16	  See Yirmiyahu Yovel, ‘The Third Kind of Knowledge as Salvation’ in Edwin Curley and Pierre-François Moreau (eds.), Spinoza: Issues and Directions. The proceedings of the Chicago Spinoza Conference (Leiden: Brill, 1990), p. 159.
^17	  This oracular metaphor may be important, since in both the Ethics and Short Treatise Spinoza reserves the verb ‘to see’ for the highest kind of knowledge – see Opera I p. 55 / Curley p. 98: ‘a fourth [person], who has the clearest knowledge of all, has no need either of report, or of experience, or of the art of reasoning, because through his penetration he immediately sees the proportionality in all the calculations.’  Indeed, this is particularly striking in Spinoza’s cryptic assertion, in Part V of the Ethics, that ‘we feel and know by experience that we are eternal…for the eyes of the mind, by which it sees and observes things, are the demonstrations themselves’ (E5p23s).  This suggests that Spinoza is drawing on a Christian-Platonic conception of ‘intellectual vision or intellectual intuition’, understood as ‘a non-discursive mental act involving a direct cognitive contact with the object of contemplation’ – see Paul L. Gavrilyuk and Sarah Coakley (eds.), The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 7. 
^18	  Opera I p. 55 / Curley, p. 99.
^19	  See, however, M. Gueroult, Spinoza, II (Paris: Editions Montaigne, 1974), p. 437.
^20	  See Alexandre Matheron, Individualité et relations interhumaines chez Spinoza (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1969), pp. 583-602.
^21	  Opera I pp. 99-100; 89 / Curley pp. 138; 129.  Perhaps Spinoza’s claim in this text that ‘whatever we find in ourselves has more power over us than anything which comes to us from the outside’ is related to his account of intuitive knowledge.
^22	  Opera II p. 8 / Curley pp. 10-11.  On the dating of the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect see Curley p. 3.
^23	  For this reason the question of whether Spinoza’s thought approximates a form of mysticism remains a matter of debate among commentators.  See, e.g., Jon Wetlesen, The Sage and the Way: Spinoza’s Ethics of Freedom; Pierre-Francois Moreau, Spinoza: L’expérience et l’éternité, pp. 287-293.  Moreau argues, against Wetlesen, that there is no mystical experience in Spinoza’s work.  In first half of the 20th century there were in the Netherlands two rival Spinoza societies: the Hague School, which advocated a ‘religious or mystical’ interpretation, and the Rijnsburg School, which favoured a rationalistic interpretation: see H. G. Hubbeling, ‘Logic and Experience in Spinoza’s Mysticism’ in J. G. van der Bend (ed.), Spinoza on Knowing, Being and Freedom (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1974) p. 126.
^24	  Opera I p. 103 / Curley p. 141.
^25	  Opera III p. 21; see also pp. 64-5.  For the English translation see Baruch Spinoza, Tractatus Theologio-Politicus, trans. Samuel Shirley (Leiden: Brill, 1991) – hereafter Shirley – pp. 164-5. 
^26	  Opera I p. 100 / Curley, pp. 138-39.
^27	  Spinoza had an evident interest in Paul’s letters, especially the Letter to the Romans and the First Letter to the Corinthians: see Opera III pp. 42, 54-5, 65, 68, 151-8.
^28	  Opera I p. 102 / Curley, p. 140.
^29	  Opera I p. 103 / Curley p. 141.
^30	  Yirmiyahu Yovel also points to the transformative effects of the third kind of knowledge, arguing that these ‘ethical effects…make it count as salvation’: ‘These salvational effects are of two kinds, psychological and metaphysical: (a) psychologically, the third kind of knowledge is supposed to produce vigour, joy, love, and an intense sense of liberation capable of transforming the whole personality to the point of “rebirth”; and (b) metaphysically it is said to overcome the mind’s finitude and endow it with immortality – or rather (to express Spinoza’s meaning more accurately), with eternity.’  See ‘The Third Kind of Knowledge as Salvation’, pp. 168-9.
^31	  See, for example, Jonathan Bennett’s dismissal of Spinoza’s comments on the eternity of the mind in A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1984); and Alan Donagan’s defense of a robust doctrine of personal immortality in Spinoza (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1988), pp 190-207.  For a brief overview of the ‘analytic’ literature on this issue, see Nadler, Spinoza’s Heresy, pp. 105-108.
^32	  See especially Etienne Balibar’s Spinoza and Politics (London: Verso, 1998)
^33	  See, e.g., Jon Wetlesen, The Sage and the Way (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1979); Paul Wienpahl, The Radical Spinoza; Graeme Hunter, Radical Protestantism in Spinoza’s Thought (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005).
^34	  Beth Lord argues that ‘Spinoza did not have the third kind of knowledge.  His writing, in these ten final propositions of the Ethics, is therefore strange and incoherent: it reflects the paradox of an enduring rational mind trying to imagine what eternal intuitive knowing might be like’ – see Beth Lord, Spinoza’s Ethics (Edinburgh University Press, 2010), p. 153.  Lord’s view contrasts with that of Deleuze, who suggests that the final section of the Ethics, from E5p21 onwards, is written from the perspective of the third kind of knowledge: see Deleuze, Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, trans. Martin Joughin (New York: Zone Books, 1992), p. 296.  We would do well, however, to follow the advice of H. F. Hallett: ‘it is to Scientia Intuitiva that we must look for our main clue to the Spinozistic conception of eternity, but it is not necessary, indeed it would be pernicious, to separate the second section of Part V of the Ethica from the rest of the work.  Spinoza means to tell a single story…’ – see ‘Spinoza’s Conception of Eternity’, Mind 37:147 (1928), pp. 283-303.
^35	  Sarah Coakley and Paul Gavrilyuk suggest that the early Christian idea of ‘a diachronic spectrum of possibilities in human responses to God…is doubtless why it has been so hard for the modern philosophic mind either to comprehend or to approve [the language of spiritual senses].  Here is no flat, universalistic account of human reason and affect, but rather an invitation to ongoing epistemic and spiritual transformation, in which some are necessarily more advanced than others.  It was the much later secular philosophy of the Enlightenment which was to prise epistemology and spirituality apart’ – see The Spiritual Senses, p. 13.
^36	  See Nadler, Spinoza’s Heresy, pp. 98-101 for a purely philosophical account of dependence on God.
^37	  See Steven Nadler, ‘Spinoza’s Theory of Divine Providence’, Mededelingen vanwege Het Spinozahuis 87 (2005); Theo Verbeek, Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 43-66.
^38	  See Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd, Collective Imaginings: Spinoza Past and Present (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 48-50.
^39	  Opera I p. 112 / Curley, p. 149.  Spinoza adds here that ‘we have…proved here, and that in a different way from before [see Chapter 23], the eternal and lasting duration of our understanding.’
^40	  See S. Pines, ‘On Spinoza’s Conception of Human Freedom and of Good and Evil’ in Nathan Rotenstreich and Norma Schneider (eds.), Spinoza: His Thought and Work (Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1983).  Pines argues that in the Theological-Political Treatise Spinoza draws on Pauline Epistles to articulate an ideal of freedom ‘from the bondage of the [Mosaic] law’, which is also a freedom from superstition – see pp. 153-5; Opera III pp. 64-5.
^41	  See Letter 43, Opera IV, p. 221; Letter 58, Opera IV, p. 265.
^42	  On Spinoza’s conception of obedience, see Balibar, Spinoza and Politics, pp. 88-95.
^43	  This raises the question of the ethical and the metaphysical or eschatological aspects of both doctrines.  To put it simplistically for a moment: it may seem that eternal life is primarily a metaphysical or eschatological issue, while sin is primarily an ethical category.  But the close connection between sin and eternal life in Christian theology suggests that both doctrines have ethical and eschatological aspects.  I will return to this question at the end of the paper – for it seems to me that Spinoza is insisting quite forcefully that ethics and metaphysics or eschatology are inseparable, and that they are both at heart ontological issues.
^44	  See, e.g., Romans 6:20.
^45	  See 2 Corinthians 5:17, Romans 6:4, Galatians 6:15, Ephesians 4: 22-24.
^46	  See 1 Corinthians 15:22, 15:45; Romans 5:14.
^47	  On the Stoic background to Spinoza’s discussion of the fear of death, see S. Pines, ‘On Spinoza’s Conception of Human Freedom and of Good and Evil’, pp. 147-50.  On the Epicurean background, see Leo Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, trans. E. M. Sinclair (University of Chicago Press, 1997), pp. 40-47. 
^48	  On the Christian doctrine of sin, see also Spinoza’s correspondence with Blyenbergh: Letters 18 to 24 (Opera IV pp. 79-157); Sylvain Zac, Philosophie, théologie, politique, dans l’oeuvre de Spinoza, pp. 215-227.
^49	  In the Theological-Political Treatise Spinoza also links the story of Adam’s Fall to the idea that ‘he who does good from true knowledge and love of good acts freely and with a steadfast mind, whereas he who does good from fear of evil acts under constraint of evil, in bondage, and lives under another’s sway’ – see Opera III p. 66 / Shirley p. 109. 
^50	  See Opera III pp. 5-11; James, Philosophy, Religion and Politics in Spinoza, pp. 14-27; Nancy Levene, Spinoza’s Revelation (Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 16-32.
^51	  See Opera III pp. 5-6, Philosophy, Religion and Politics in Spinoza, pp. 15-17, 129-30, 194; André Tosel, ‘Superstition and Reading’ in Warren Montag and Ted Stolze (eds.), The New Spinoza (University of Minnesota Press, 1997); Nadler, Spinoza’s Heresy, pp. 137-142.
^52	  This point does need to be qualified, for Spinoza also condones fear.  Insofar as he is an ethical idealist, he regards fear as clearly opposed to virtue and to freedom.  But insofar as he is also a pragmatist, he regards fear – together with other elements of Christian morality that he criticises on the basis of his own philosophy – as an effective means for preventing social disorder: ‘Because men rarely live from the dictates of reason, these two affects, Humility and Repentance, and in addition, Hope and Fear, bring more advantage than disadvantage… The mob is terrifying, if unafraid’ (E4p54s). But this does not mean that Spinoza’s view of fear is inconsistent.  Indeed, freedom and peace are both important Christian ideals.  The apparent contradiction in his assessment of fear reflects his recognition that the failure to live rationally and virtuously is so pervasive, and so entrenched in customs and beliefs, that basic conditions of peace and stability have to be prioritised above the pursuit of freedom and blessedness.  Theo Verbeek notes the ambiguity of Spinoza’s philosophical project that arises from the tension between his deep concern for freedom, on the one hand, and for order and stability in a political situation of conflict and unrest, on the other hand – see Verbeek, Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise, p. 7.  On the historical background to Spinoza’s positive evaluation of fear, see Wiep van Bunge, Spinoza Past and Present: Essays on Spinoza, Spinozism and Spinoza Scholarship (Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 68-71.
^53	  In Letter 73 Spinoza emphasises the distinction between religion and superstition: ‘I regard it as the chief difference between Religion and Superstition, that the latter has ignorance, the former has wisdom, for its foundation.’
^54	  Wiep van Bunge notes that when in the Theological-Political Treatise Spinoza begins to consider ‘true religion’, his attention turns from the Hebrew Bible to the New Testament: see Bunge, Spinoza Past and Present, p. 109.
^55	  Opera III p. 158 / Shirley p. 204
^56	  See I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmanns, 1978), pp. 31-42; Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1982), pp. 19-29; Urban C. von Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters of John, Volume I (Grand Rapids: Eerdmanns, 2010), pp. 6-11.  Many modern scholars challenge the traditional view that the Gospel of John was written by a single author.
^57	  See Opera III pp. 175-6.
^58	  See Brown, The Epistles of John, p. 168.  Brown argues that zoe, as distinct from psyche, always signifies eternal life for the Johannine writers: see pp. 168, 472.  See also J. C. Coetzee, ‘Life (Eternal Life) in St. John’s Writings and the Qumran Scrolls’, Neotestamentica 6 (1972), pp. 46-66.
^59	  Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters of John, p. 460.
^60	  Although the Christian idea of eternal life has a background in the Hebrew Bible, particularly in the Wisdom of Solomon, the ‘realised eschatology’ view is specifically Christian: see Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters of John, pp. 463-9.
^61	  Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters of John, p. 470; see also pp. 324-6.
^62	  See Brown, The Epistles of John, p. 472.
^63	  See Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters of John, pp. 460-62: ‘the reception of eternal life is equivalent to a new birth that transforms and “divinises” the individual… For the Johannine believer “eternal life” was not something symbolic.  It was understood as a radical transformation resulting in a new level of existence that was literally a reception of the life of God himself.’
^64	  See Marshall, The Epistles of John, pp. 102-3.
^65	  On the opposition between fear and love, see Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, pp. 208-9: ‘To the “carnal” attitude of fear Spinoza opposes the spiritual attitude of love’.  However, Strauss views this opposition in terms of the Christian critique of Judaism, and not, as I do, in terms of a critique of the superstitious form of Christianity.
^66	  This is of course a contested issue, but most commentators seem to be of this view: see, for example, Garrett, ‘Spinoza on the Essence of the Human Body and the Part of the Mind That Is Eternal’.  See, however, Donagan’s argument for a robust doctrine of personal immortality in Spinoza, pp 190-207.
^67	  Letter 43, Opera IV pp. 220-1 / Correspondence pp. 255-6 (translation modified).
^68	  Opera III p. 62 / Shirley p. 105.
^69	  See Sylvain Zac, ‘Life in the Philosophy of Spinoza’, Philosophy and Theology 1.3 (1987), pp. 255-266: ‘To speak of liberation or salvation is to speak of a “true life,” an eternal life. But eternity for Spinoza is not defined as a function of duration; and the road to eternal life does not pass through death. How then could I be conscious of the eternity of my own life through a union with God by way of scientia intuitiva if the eternity of God itself was not one “of life”?’ (p. 258).  See also Yirmiyahu Yovel, ‘The Third Kind of Knowledge as Salvation’, pp. 170-72.
^70	  Yirmiyahu Yovel takes a similar view in identifying the ‘moral’ and ‘metaphysical’ dimensions of Spinoza’s account of salvation (see also note 30 above).  However, he regards Spinoza’s version of immortality as the metaphysical dimension, rather than as combining the moral and the metaphysical.  His interpretation also differs from mine in placing Spinoza’s account of immortality in a Marrano context, and in insisting that Spinoza is presenting a ‘secular form of salvation’.  See ‘The Third Kind of Knowledge as Salvation’, pp. 168-172.
^71	  On the transformation of the body, see Errol E. Harris, ‘Spinoza’s theory of human immortality’ in Maurice Mandelbaum and Eugene Freedom (eds.), Spinoza: Essays in Interpretation pp. 245-262.
^72	  See Antonio Negri, Subversive Spinoza, ed. Timothy S. Murphy (Manchester University Press 2004), p. 110: ‘Certainly the fifth part of the Ethics contains important contradictions.  The most serious limitation seems to me to consist in the separation between the first two degrees of knowledge and the third, a separation in which the imagination is formally excluded from the highest creativity of power and time is reduced to duration.  Consequently, a certain ambiguity persists in the concept of eternity that cannot be disentangled from the arguments related to immortality.  But these contradictions do not preclude the possibility of understanding the process of positive metamorphosis that bears the materiality of the body toward eternity and installs the Mens, in the relationship to the body, as the motive force of the progressive power of existence.  The conquest of eternity outside of duration (E V P34 and P38, but prepared by P21, P22 and P23) is overdetermined by the constitution of eternity within bodies (E V P39 and P41).  This passage may be contradictory, but its allusion to an eternal metamorphosis of existential materiality is irresistible.’
^73	  Opera I p. 260 / Curley p. 326.
^74	  This echoes an earlier chapter of the Appendix, ‘Of God’s Eternity’, where Spinoza indicates that ‘the created thing can be said to enjoy existence, because existence is not of its essence; but God cannot be said to enjoy existence, for the existence of God is God himself’ (Opera I p. 252 / Curley pp. 317-18).
^75	  Sylvain Zac argues that ‘even if the phrase “vita dei” is not to be found in the first two books of the Ethics, what this phrase denotes is found constantly. When Spinoza affirms, using a scholastic term, that God is cause of the being of things, not only in the sense that s/he gives them existence, but also insofar as s/he is the cause which makes them persevere in existence, he is in fact repeating, albeit with a different terminology, the thesis which he argued in [Metaphysical Thoughts], i.e. that God is life because s/he is the force which causes all beings to persevere in their existence [EIP24Cor]. When Spinoza adds, in E2P14schol, that “the force by which each singular thing perseveres in its existence follows from the eternal necessity of God's nature,” he is reasserting, in another form, the notion that the conatus, proper to each thing is an expression of the life of God’ – see Zac, ‘Life in the Philosophy of Spinoza’.  Here Zac repeats his earlier argument that, for Spinoza, ‘to depend on God…is to live in God, and the more perfection a thing has, the more it acts and lives and, in consequence, the better it expresses the life of God.  The life of men, by reason of their superior capacities – both physical and intellectual – expresses the life of God more than that of all other things, and consequently depends on this [divine life] more and better’: see Philosophie, théologie, politique dans l’oeuvre de Spinoza, p. 217 (Zac here cites Spinoza’s letter to Blyenbergh, although the text in question does not use the term ‘life’).  On the concept of life in Spinoza’s philosophy, see also Miguel Vatter, ‘Eternal Life and Biopower’, The New Centennial Review 10:3 (2011), pp. 217-250.
^76	  See Steven Nadler, ‘Spinoza on Consciousness’, Mind 117:467 (2008), pp. 575-601.
^77	  See Yirmiyahu Yovel, ‘The Third Kind of Knowledge as Salvation’, pp. 162-3, 171.
^78	  On the relation of ‘being in’, or inherence (described by Don Garrett as ‘perhaps the most fundamental relation in Spinoza’s metaphysics’), see Michael Della Rocca, ‘Rationalism run amok: representation and the reality of the emotions in Spinoza’; Don Garrett, ‘Representation and consciousness in Spinoza’s naturalistic theory of the imagination’; Steven Nadler, ‘“Whatever is, is in God”: substances and things in Spinoza’s metaphysics’ – all in Charlie Hueneman (ed.), Interpreting Spinoza (Cambridge University Press, 2008).
^79	  See Sylvain Zac, ‘The Idea of Life in Spinoza’s Philosophy’.
^80	  The Aristotelian distinction between potentiality (dunamis) and actuality (energeia) provides a conceptual framework for becoming: both becoming (in actuality) what one is not (in actuality), and becoming (in actuality) what one already is (in potentiality).  This helps to overcome the paradox of becoming – but for philosophers who reject Aristotle’s distinction as superfluous metaphysics, the idea of ‘becoming what one is’ may seem unintelligible.  Spinoza was of course aware of the distinction between potentiality and actuality, and of its scholastic development.  But his conception of existence in the Ethics combines dunamis and energeia, insofar as existence is always dynamic, involving the expression of force or power.  On this point, see Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, pp. 97-104.
^81	  Opera III p. 12 / Shirley p. 56.
^82	  This is how Steven Nadler characterises religion, which enables him to locate Spinoza outside religious tradition: see Nadler, ‘“Whatever is, is in God”: substances and things in Spinoza’s metaphysics’, p. 69.
^83	  See Nadler, ‘“Whatever is, is in God”: substances and things in Spinoza’s metaphysics’, p. 69: ‘[Spinoza] says that “we know and feel by experience that we are eternal” and that virtue and perfection are accompanied by a “love of God”.  But such phrases are not to be given their traditional religious meaning.  Spinoza’s naturalist and rationalist project demands that we provide these notions with a proper intellectualist interpretation… The eternity in which one participates is represented solely by the knowledge of eternal truths that makes up a part of a rational person’s mind.’
^84	  See note 61 above.
